This article reconstructs the evasive tales of two lower-class rural
INTRODUCTION
My story begins with two legal documents presented to judges of the assizes held in Somerset and Cornwell in 1878. 1 One of them declared, analysis and intensive study of documentary material. 6 Departing from a particular case, it proceeds to identify the meaning of this case in the light of its specific context. Using a reflexive narrative, the historian incorporates the procedures, limits, and uncertainty of research itself into the story, making his or her point of view an intrinsic part of the account:
The research process is explicitly described and the limitations of documentary evidence, the formulations of hypotheses and the lines of thought followed are no longer hidden away. . . . The reader is involved in a sort of dialogue and participates in the whole process of constructing the historical argument. 7 Starting my investigation into the legal documents from something that seems to require explanation because it doesn't quite fit in, I attempt to reveal in concrete detail how actual entities, personal experiences, or events can relate the micro with the macro level. 8 In this sense, my history breaks with the traditional assertive, authoritarian form of discourse adopted by many historians. In addition, in so doing, microhistory breaks with the traditional dichotomy between factual history and fiction, foregrounding the view that every re-creation of history is a form of factually based fiction.
My intention in writing microhistory, however, extends beyond the aim of microhistorians of crime such as Margaret L. Arnot to uncover a possible "piece of social history, a slice of 'history from below.'" 9 For me, it is also a political choice. Being a feminist writer, I follow the anthropologist Ruth Behar, who declared "that how we plot ourselves into our fictions has everything to do with how we plot ourselves into our lives." 10 Living in a world where women's lives, history, struggles, and ideas constitute no part of dominant science, I encounter difficulty in finding an adequate model for writing my history of mothers who committed infanticide.
11 Alice Walker has written that the absence of models in literature as in life . . . is an occupational hazard for the artist, simply because models in art, in behavior, in growth of spirit and intellecteven if rejected-enrich and enlarge one's view of existence.
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It seems grossly inappropriate to me to recover Ellen's or Selina's story using the authoritarian model that originally eliminated them from history. Microhistory accordingly lends itself as the correct form for political and ideological reasons. Questioning authority and traditional models of writing, microhistory enables me to write experimentally, challenging "positivism by unmasking modern, Western structures of knowledge and discourses and hegemonic modes of representation," and revealing that data lend themselves to multiple representations and interpretations. 13 Like the ethnographer Ruth Linden, I am fully present in my research, positioning myself alongside Ellen Harper and Selina Wadge, whose story I am laboring to tell. 14 My analysis of Ellen's and Selina's legal cases suggests that gender, class, personal status, and position in the community all combined to determine the conduct of the police, medical profession, and court toward the accused. A comparison between the two stories highlights the complexity of contemporary mind-sets and norms toward women who killed their offspring. It also reveals the way in which social agents distributed, circulated, and maintained the mind-sets that supported their intricate interests and agenda.
THE STORY OF ELLEN HARPER
The indictment and depositions prepared for the trial of Ellen Harper disclose that she was the wife of George Harper, whom she probably met after leaving her native village, Langley Marsh, and residing for three or four years in Weston-super-Mare in Somerset. The Civil Registration Index discloses that George and Ellen married in September 1877, when she was many months pregnant. 15 In September, she left Weston-super-Mare and her husband to return to bear her first child in her childhood home with her grandparents, James and Sarah Quick.
She gave birth on October 13, between 7:00 and 8:00 A.M. Ellen's grandmother, the only person present at the birth, went off to get the midwife. Elizabeth Treble subsequently arrived, cut the naval cord, examined the baby, and cleaned and dressed it. Twelve hours later, the baby was dead.
Ellen's first accounts presented the death as unintentional. "Perhaps I done it with my arms," she conjectured to the women who gathered around the body. 16 Then she tried to stop the midwife from fetching a doctor and, on failing, tried to convince her to powder the marks on the baby's neck. When Doctor John Watt Pratt arrived, she complained that the baby had died because no doctor had been present. 17 After examining the baby, Dr. Pratt concluded that it had been strangled. Nevertheless, no one was accused of the crime.
Eight days later, Ellen wrote Dr. Pratt, requesting his presence at her grandfather's house. When he arrived, she said she wished to confess to him how the marks had appeared on her baby's neck. She stated in her confession, I told you in that the child seemed choked didn't I Sir, but I didn't tell you what I did to it. I had the child Sir in my arms. . . . Then Sir I took it up something came across me. It was a horrible thought. Then sir I wrapped the cloths around it quite tight . . . and I laid it back in bed. I don't know what made me do it and I turned round on my side sir . . . and then I turned round again and looked at the child and I saw its lips are purple. . . . I unwrapped it-then it had something making a noise in its throat. . . . Then sir it was quiet. . . . Then . . . I heard a noise in its throat again and then I called [mother] and then sir when she came up the baby was gone. That's all Sir. It seemed as if it wanted to cry and couldn't sir. 18 I have struggled to reconstruct this fragmented story from the unintelligible handwriting of the depositions and indictment. The depositions were collected by Arthur Capel Esq., the clerk of the peace in the police station of Wiveliscombe, a town near Langley Marsh, on October 30, seventeen days after the infant's death. On October 31, an inquest was held before the coroner, Weber Muncton Esq., "on the view of the body of the said person then and there lying dead." The coroner concluded his inquest with a serious charge: "wilful murder against Ellen Harper."
19 A day after the inquest, on November 1, Ellen was arrested anticipating her trial in January.
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Five witnesses for the prosecution presented depositions at Ellen's trial: Midwife Elizabeth Treble; Ellen's grandmother, Sarah Quick, who had raised her; Elizabeth Quick, Ellen's aunt (the wife of her uncle George); Doctor John Watt Pratt, Registrar of Births and Deaths for the District of Wiveliscombe, who established the cause of death and heard Ellen's confession; and Police Inspector John Ross, who pursued the case.
It is not clear from the depositions whether Ellen's grandmother and aunt became witnesses for the prosecution by choice or were assigned this role by the clerk of the peace, who interpreted their accounts as incriminating Ellen. I suspect that the clerk made the decision. Ellen explicitly refused to summon any witnesses for the defense. I infer that the whole experience left her too feeble and vulnerable to respond. It is also possible, however, that Ellen, who chose to confess, regretted what she had done and accepted the desertion of her family as an appropriate punishment.
A COMMON CRIME
The fact that Ellen judged herself severely does not imply that her act was unique. Infanticide was fairly common in England throughout the nineteenth century. "Contemporary authors . . . between 1840 and 1880 . . . almost unanimously agreed that there had been a considerable increase in infanticide [,] and limited statistical evidence further suggests a rise at mid-century." 21 Many of these deaths were officially homicides, and according to one estimate 60 percent of homicide victims in England between 1863 and 1887 were infants younger than one year of age.
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During this period, killing babies had begun to be represented as a sign of moral decline. It came to be identified with the practice of female infanticide in the Indian subcontinent discovered by the British some years earlier. 23 Benjamin Disraeli wrote ironically in his novel Sybil in 1845 that "infanticide is practiced as extensively and legally in England as it is on the banks of the Ganges."
24 This comparison, drawn throughout the nineteenth century by policy makers, legal authorities, and social reformists, was intended to represent the act as heathen and the perpetrator as immoral and un-British.
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Physicians tended to translate a variety of infant deaths into infant homicide, and some took the role of moral crusaders. Drawing on the powerful discourses of medical science and social statistics and the melodramatic narratives that appeared in publications such as the British Medical Journal, they redefined infanticide as a threat to the social order and to civilized values. 26 Despite the explicit protest of the establishment against infanticide, it was still a relatively familiar event in the everyday reality of Ellen Harper, Selina Wadge, and their contemporaries. Between 1878 and 1892, infanticide accounted for 20 percent of all known killings. 27 In London, infants were being abandoned and killed at a regular rate throughout the late nineteenth century. In the Metropolitan and City Police District, 276 dead infants were found in the street in 1870. A quarter of a century later, in 1895, the numbers remained substantial, and 231 dead infants were found in the same district. In fact, the killing of infants represented about a quarter of the official murders in pre-World War I London. 28 The practice reportedly occurred at "epidemic proportions" until 1897, when the 1872 Infant Life Protection Act was amended. Even then, more than 30 percent of murder victims were younger than a month old.
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Babies and children were the most common murder victims of women. More then 90 percent of females indicted for murder at London's Old Bailey courthouse between 1856 and 1875 were thought to have murdered their children. 30 Researchers have pointed out that infanticide did not appear randomly in the population. Margaret Arnot presented a link between unmarried mothers and cases of infanticide, whereas other scholars have portrayed a connection between infanticide and poverty, stressing the rarity of such cases in middle-class households, in which servants helped with child care. 31 The immediate power that women could exercise over young children was in stark contrast to their powerlessness within the family and in society at large. Just as wives were considered to be the property of their husbands, so children were the property of their parents and-in the lower classes-of their mothers in particular, because many fathers deserted their families or died early deaths. Without support, many single women simply could not feed their families, turning to infanticide as a desperate outlet. Some children were killed out of misery and despair by women used to relentless abuse from their husbands.
32

TRYING TO SILENCE ELLEN
I am not sure whether Ellen Harper suffered abuse by her husband. The depositions do not convey any direct information on the nature of their relationship. But one detail in the deposition of the midwife, Elizabeth Treble, suggests she did. As Elizabeth prepared to leave, Ellen asked, "Suppose the child would die?" The midwife replied, "It is not likely to die." Ellen said, "George will say I killed it," referring to her husband, who stayed in Weston-super-Mare. 33 Every time I read this sentence, I sense her fear of George, her apprehension of disappointing him, and her awareness that she would disappoint him anyway.
My suspicion that Ellen was an abused wife draws some support from the claim of Anna Clark that wife beating was a prevalent phenomenon and was tacitly accepted throughout most of the nineteenth century. 34 In a reality in which women didn't have a separate legal identity, their husbands could easily abuse them. Moreover, Judith Knelman asserted that because women could not usually respond with a physical attack, they sometimes chose to attack their spouses indirectly by depriving them of their children. 35 It is possible that Ellen strangled her daughter in reaction to her husband's violence. But more interesting in the context of this article is the attitude of the legal establishment toward her crime. The deposition of Dr. John Watt Pratt may help illuminate this issue. Dr. Pratt declared that he made three attempts to prevent Ellen from confessing: I told her she would be very unwise to state any thing to me that would be injurious to her and that if she had any thing on her mind that she wished to have advance upon I would request the clergyman of the parish to meet her.
When Ellen insisted, he tried again, warning her that "whatever you say to me I should be compelled on oath to say again." The warning did not deter her, and he made a last attempt: "I then again begged her not to say anything that would be injurious to her." 36 At first glance, this fact seems to present Dr. Pratt as a compassionate man who showed social and even personal responsibility toward this miserable young woman. Historian Lionel Rose claimed that the average doctor hated the experience of convicting anyway wretched mothers. 37 Reluctant to defy the law and withhold information on this unnatural death while assuming Ellen to be aware of the confidentiality allowed confessions to the church, the doctor suggested that she confide in a priest. When she refused, he indirectly advised her to conceal her crime.
How did he dare disclose these efforts to the court? And why wasn't he condemned for trying to help a murderess escape punishment? Moreover, the clerk of the peace recorded the physician's story in detail, indirectly revealing the importance the court ascribed to Dr. Pratt's conduct.
The explanation for this apparent anomaly could lie in the attitude of the court system toward women who killed their children at the end of the nineteenth century. The criminal justice system was evidently slow and inconsistent in adopting the increasingly disseminated ideology that condemned infanticide. Historians claimed that as long as the law required the execution of mothers who had murdered their offspring, judges and juries were reluctant to convict them. Subsequently, in 1864 the Home Office adopted a policy of advising the commutation of the death penalty for all cases in which a woman was convicted of killing her own infant if the infant was younger than a year old. In reality, around the mid-nineteenth century, murdering a child of any age rarely ended at the gallows. 38 When the murder charge failed, the jury could return a verdict of "concealment of birth," which carried a penalty of up to two years of imprisonment 39 Martin Wiener has observed that prosecutions for concealment of birth fell steadily, from 143 in 1865 to 82 in 1880, and sentences for infanticide grew shorter, from ten years to life in the 1860s to less than seven years by the 1880s. 40 In the light of this unofficial legal policy, Dr. Pratt's deposition was probably intended to clarify his efforts to prevent the inconvenience to the court caused by Ellen's confession. It is possible that more than wishing to protect Ellen from execution, he wanted to cooperate with the customs of the legal system. Collaborating with the coroner and policemen to prevent the case from reaching trial, he wished to preserve his reputation in the eyes of the authorities. I assume that the clerk of the peace had a similar motivation: to prove that a serious attempt had been made to prevent the case from coming to trial.
The clerk invested additional efforts in averting Ellen's conviction of murder, as is revealed in Sarah Quick's deposition. Ellen's grandmother declared,
The prisoner came to me a month before she was confined. She brought with her a quantity of very good baby linen. . . . I had [indecipherable word] to Mrs. Treble the midwife from a fortnight to three weeks before the prisoner was confined. 41 I assume that these sentences that deviate from the relatively consistent chronological sequence of Sarah's deposition resulted from questions put to her by the clerk.
Judges and jury tended to acquit women who had not concealed their pregnancy, having made suitable preparations for the child's birth. The historian Olwen Hufton claimed that a mother "who showed that she had in her possession some child's linen to cope with arrival of the child or that the event was known about" was usually acquitted. 42 As an old (fifty-nine at the time), poor (her husband was an unskilled general laborer), and possibly illiterate (she signed the deposition with an X) rural woman, however, Sarah may well have been unaware of the informal practices making the purchase of linen and a report to the midwife possible grounds for her granddaughter's acquittal. 43 Her distinct digression seems to indicate a deliberate question-initiated by the clerk of the peace, most probably because it arose routinely in court due to the above mentioned unofficial policy.
In light of this analysis, it is my assumption that rather than behaving compassionately and humanely toward Ellen, Dr. Pratt and the clerk were dedicated "soldiers" of the Old Bailey, the assizes, and the Home Office. These institutions unofficially determined that the tendency of jurors to acquit women suspected of infanticide should affect the nature of the depositions and the indictment.
WAS ELLEN INSANE?
In his deposition, Dr. Pratt referred to the possibility that Ellen killed her baby due to a state of mental derangement such as "puerperal mania." During the nineteenth century, infanticidal women became a subject of psychiatric discourse. 44 In a society that claimed to value maternity very highly, ascribing it to a biological instinct, infanticide was construed as an unimaginable crime and called for mental justification.
Psychiatrists explained puerperal mania as a mental deviation resulting from the birth of a child. It was believed that "after childbirth a woman's mind was abnormally weak, her constitution depleted and her control over her behaviour diminished." 45 As described by Dr. Pratt, "There is a mania called puerperal mania which young women may suffer from during their confinement. A woman suffering from puerperal mania would not be accountable for what she did." 46 It seems possible that Ellen, who was a young woman of seventeen, became mentally unstable after the birth of her first daughter. 47 But there were additional reasons to assume that the murder took place as a result of Ellen's momentary insanity. It was believed that difficult labor could cause mental derangement that could drive a mother to destroy her newborn. 48 Ellen's grandmother deposed that Ellen's conditions of labor were intolerable. She had to kneel on the floor for almost an hour without moving until the midwife came to cut the naval cord.
But Dr. Pratt's inquiry into Ellen's mental state totally ignored contextual factors such as Ellen's youth and her apparently difficult labor.
When I saw the prisoner on the evening of the day in which she was confined . . . I asked her how she was-she said she was very well. I next saw the Prisoner with the coroner on the following Wednesday I enquired after her health she said she was very well. . . . When the prisoner made the statement to me on the 21st she appeared calm. There were no symptoms at all of puerperal mania. Her making the statement did not appear to me as a symptom that she was not a sane person." 49 Dr. Pratt determined his diagnosis based on Ellen's polite answers to his civil questions as to her state of health. The questions were asked in public, and Ellen replied carefully and civilly in accordance with social position as a lower-class woman. Moreover, Ellen's decision to confess, which could lead to her execution, did not seem to strike Dr. Pratt as surprising or odd.
Dr. Pratt apparently chose to rule out the potential insanity line of defense, although he knew that judges and juries frequently responded compassionately toward women who committed infanticide due to mental breakdown. 50 Why, then, did he mention puerperal mania in the first place? Most probably, in response to the expectation on the part of the court that he would address this widespread interpretation of infanticide. The hypothesis of mental degeneration suited the worldview of contemporary physicians, bureaucrats, judges, and jurors, who all considered infanticide as prima facie evidence of the mother's mental illness. 51 This way of thinking echoed the myth of the good mother developed, distributed, and circulated among the upper and middle classes during Victorian times. Mothers were called on to breastfeed and care for their children. Maternal feelings were introduced as a natural biological impulse shared by all females. Mother's voice, mother's smile, and mother's love became central symbols. 52 Middle-class professionals tended to categorize mothers who committed infanticide as victims of the biology and psychology of their unstable nature, thus committing them to mental institutions rather than prisons.
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Observing Ellen, Dr. Pratt probably concluded that her appearance and behavior did not match the image of a woman affected by puerperal mania as it appeared in the professional literature. In the eyes of contemporaries, women with puerperal mania were indifferent to the usual conventions of politeness and decorum in speech, dress, and behavior. Sometimes, their behavior was described as explicitly sexual, and in other cases, they were characterized as severely depressed and often suicidal. 54 Ellen revealed none of these symptoms explicitly. Her conduct showed her to be completely aware of the social code of her class and gender. It could be that Dr. Pratt refused to disregard these familiar images and thus failed to perceive Ellen's "horrible thought" that made her strangle her baby as a sign of temporary insanity. It is also possible, however, that although Dr. Pratt suspected that Ellen was suffering from puerperal mania, he chose to conceal this from the clerk, wishing to save her from life confinement in an asylum for criminal lunatics. Alfred Swaine Taylor wrote in 1865 on Broadmoor, a major prison for the insane, "Those who have been acquitted of murder on the ground of insanity, after having once entered this establishment, are as dead to the world as if the earth had closed over them." 55 Release from this type of asylum required an order of the home secretary. 56 Although women who had been convicted of infanticide and committed to mental asylums were more likely to be released on orders from the home secretary than any other group among the criminally insane, almost half of the women of this type were never released and were buried on-site. 57 Perhaps, Dr. Pratt believed that Ellen did not deserve such a punishment. By introducing her as sane, he wished to save her from a horrifying fate.
Whether the physician's deposition revealed his sympathy toward Ellen or his attempts to comply with unstated rules, the resulting deposition reflects the complex attitude of the legal system toward poverty-stricken women who committed infanticide. It seems that the legal system told two different and frequently contradictory stories about these women. The first described infanticide within a socioeconomic context and turned on the impossibility of the mother role in conditions of dire poverty, violence, and oppression. The second portrayed the same crime within biological and psychological contexts, illustrating it as an expression of the unstable mind of the weaker female sex.
COLLAPSED FEMALE SOLIDARITY
This is not, however, Ellen's whole story. I suspect that in her case, there were three extra factors causing the legal authorities to act mercifully if and when the indictment was brought to court: she was married, her dead baby girl was only twelve hours old and not named, and the crime was committed at home, in the private sphere.
Sauer and McLaren asserted that juries exonerated and acquitted mainly married women and refused to convict mothers who murdered their newborn. 58 Ellen Ross argued that some of the late nineteenth-century Old Bailey "not guilty" verdicts for women whose newborn babies had died are indeed astonishing in their degree of disregard of the seriousness of the crime. 59 Women found guilty were often sentenced to very short prison terms. In addition, law enforcement authorities were relatively lenient with such homicides, preferring to mask them as accidents. Deaths occurring in the private sphere of the home could easily be explained away as accidental, and the majority of women suspected of infanticide were never prosecuted. 60 As a married woman, Ellen could easily have evaded prosecution. It was an accidental series of events that brought Pratt to the Quicks' house and Ellen to prison. When Aunt Elizabeth Quick undid the dead baby's gown and saw three red marks, she said, "Perhaps the bed-gown did it." 61 Most probably, Ellen's grandmother and aunt assumed it was the midwife who had tied the gown. Ellen didn't tell them, as she later told the doctor, that she had been the last to tie the gown. So the sentence hung there, threatening Elizabeth Treble and suggesting her possible guilt for this death.
Realizing the implication, Elizabeth Treble decided she must summon a doctor if she were to defend herself and her professional reputation. At the time, the status of midwives was declining, whereas that of doctors was thriving. Only women of humbler standing procured the services of midwives. Consequently, many midwives became salaried employees at hospitals and private clinics, finding themselves in subordinate positions to the now all-powerful doctors. "A traditional form of female solidarity thus collapsed and women forfeited all autonomy in the area of reproduction." 62 I think that what happened in the room confirmed the collapse of this solidarity. The women could have concealed the murder. They could have claimed (as did many women at the time) that the baby had been stillborn or had died soon after birth. Any pact of women's camaraderie was, however, broken by the insinuated accusation that the midwife's negligence may have caused the death.
Elizabeth Treble was a widow who had lost her husband six years earlier, since which time she had been self-supporting. 63 Hurrying to Doctor Pratt's house, she probably intended to tell him her version and clear herself. Doctor Pratt stated that Elizabeth Treble knocked on his door at 9 P.M., asking for the death certificate of a baby who had died a sudden death. He asked the cause of death, and she said she did not know.
She could have told him that the baby had been stillborn or had died soon after birth. Dr. Pratt, who confirmed that he knew her, would probably have issued an appropriate certificate. Doctors were not expert in pronouncing the cause of infant death and sometimes colluded with midwives in concealing the violent death of a newborn.
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Feeling threatened, however, Elizabeth Treble evaded supporting the Quicks.
During the inquest at Wiveliscombe, she revealed the same state of mind. Emphasizing Ellen's unreasonable fear that the infant would die, she stressed her own refusal to cooperate with the prisoner's wish to conceal the death. 65 But rather than Elizabeth Treble's accusation, it was Ellen's own confession that led to her arrest.
I could find no record of the trial and have no idea whether one took place. I do know that Ellen was held in custody without bail, for the depositions call her "the prisoner." For a while I did not give up searching, but I could not find any reference to a trial in the documents of the assizes, in the Calendars of Prisoners, or in the local newspapers. After November 1, 1877, Ellen Harper seemed to have vanished.
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I know that Ellen was not hanged. Her name does not appear in a list of fortythree women executed in England, Scotland, and Wales since 1843, or in another record listing twenty-two women hanged for murder in England between 1869 and 1899. 67 The latter includes only four women who were executed for killing their own children, all of them for the murder of children who were older than one year. 68 One of these was Selina Wadge.
LIVING IN THE MARGINS
I do not intend to delve into Selina's story at length in the current article. I plan to focus on the differences between her case and Ellen's that clarify why Ellen escaped execution, whereas Selina did not.
From the depositions collected by the clerk, I learned that Selina, unlike Ellen, lived on the margins of the community as an outcast of sorts. She was the unmarried mother of two illegitimate children: John, who was five, and Henry, also known as Harry, who was two. Harry was a cripple (he could not stand or sit stably) and suffered from a skin disease. 69 The depositions also reveal that she was homeless. Her mother, who lived in Alternun, Cornwall, could not provide a home for her daughters (Selina and her sister spent time as inmates at the Union Workhouse at Launceston) or grandchildren. On more than one occasion, Selina slept with her children at the house of her mother's neighbor, Mary Wakham. She also slept at various boardinghouses. Mary Wakham affirmed that Selina worked as a servant when she could get a job and when she had someone to leave Harry with. The depositions indirectly, however, reveal that Harry was constantly with her, because all the witnesses were surprised at his absence during the days immediately after his murder.
The depositions do not probe into Selina's life conditions but focus on three days, from the morning of Friday, June 21, 1878, when the murder was committed, through the afternoon of Sunday, June 23, when Selina was arrested following her confession.
They reveal that Selina left her parents' house on Friday morning and traveled to Launceston, the nearest town, in William Holman's wagon. 70 She told the driver she was going to meet her lover, James Westwood, in town. She asked to get off on the road along the way and continued to walk toward Launceston with Johnny, holding Harry in her arms. By 12:30 P.M., she had arrived at Launceston Union Workhouse, where her widowed sister, Mary Ann Brandy, was living at the time, and told her that Harry had died of an illness in Alternun and been buried near the church by herself and her mother. Two days later, she told her mother an alternative version on meeting her at the workhouse. According to this version, her lover, James Westwood, threw Harry into a well on Friday night, threatening to throw Johnny and herself in as well. This version aroused the suspicion of Daniel Downing, the master of the workhouse, who had happened to hear the story she had previously told her sister. Consulting his wife, he decided to call the police. Selina repeated the second version in the presence of the policeman and again to Daniel Downing and his wife, Louisa. But when left alone with Louisa and the schoolmistress, Jane Patrick, she again changed her story, now reporting that she herself threw Harry into the well. Louisa Downing stated that Selina had confessed, "'Oh Ms. Downing I did it, I put Harry in the water' I said you did it yourself Selina. She said yes Mem. There was no man with me, no one but my little Johnny he began to cry. '" 71 Whereas Louisa claimed that Selina conveyed this information on her own initiative, Jane Patrick declared that Selina confessed her crime with hesitation and only after both of them persuaded her to do so. Moreover, Selina still insisted that James Westwood was partly responsible: "I did it but he put me up to it."
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If there can be a hierarchy of distress, Selina's story seems more gruesome than Ellen's. Unlike Ellen, she did not have a permanent home to return to or an at least partially supportive family. She was not economically independent, and she had two children to support, one of them a cripple. Despite these real misfortunes, no one tried to save her from incriminating herself. On the contrary, Louisa Downing, who was familiar with Harry's disabilities and probably with the degrading and distressing circumstances of Selina's life, strongly recommended that Selina confess, almost pushing her, as she reported, "that she had better not be hardened but confess the truth to the proper authorities."
73 Later, in Jane Patrick's presence, she tried to activate Selina's feelings of guilt: "if you did it is better to confess and not to implicate another."
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Despite the murder, Louisa did not think Selina was a bad mother. Both Louisa and Mary Wakham explicitly stated in their depositions that Selina was a good mother who was "exceedingly fond of the deceased."
75 Therefore, it is not surprising that Selina suffered a state of acute depression following the murder. According to the depositions, she lay in the workhouse waiting room for hours and barely responded to the policemen who came to arrest her. The Times reported, "The prisoner seemed perfectly unconcerned throughout the trial."
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In the museum of Bodmin Gaol, where Selina was hanged on August 15, 1878, the curator put a small sign in a coincidental wall disclosing what were considered to be her last words: "God deliver me from this wicked world." I don't know if she really uttered this sentence, but such words could reflect the thoughts of a depressed person. I assume that from the moment she drowned her son, Selina wished herself dead.
REGULATING SEXUAL CONDUCT
Given her apparent love for Harry and her impossible living conditions, as well as the prevalent reluctance of judges, juries, the Home Office, and Queen Victoria to execute mothers for child murder, I would have expected either an acquittal or a short term of imprisonment for Selina. In the light of this state of affairs, I was perplexed by the fact that Selina was executed. What were the circumstances that came into play against her?
Up until 1834, if a child's father could not be persuaded to marry the mother, she was entitled to an allowance from the parish. The 1834 new poor laws relieved the parish of this responsibility, placing the burden entirely on each individual woman and making it virtually impossible for unsupported mothers to obtain financial aid. 77 Thus, whereas the middle classes were portraying motherhood as a highly moral role, state institutions made mothering increasingly impossible for women of the lower classes.
Under the new poor laws, rather than extending charity to the poor in their own homes, the commissioners built a chain of workhouses across the country. No one was forced to live in a workhouse, but when the alternative was to watch children starving, many unmarried mothers moved into these fiercely hated institutions. 78 In the face of such an option, reluctant mothers tended to dispose of babies they felt they could not raise. Cruel as they might seem, these killings should be understood as the desperate attempts of lower-class women to avoid degenerative poverty and preserve some respectability. Subverting the law, they actually struggled individually and precariously against impossible life conditions.
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The relationship between infanticide and poverty was recognized by judges and juries, who often felt compassion for these unmarried destitute mothers. Whether acting on such traditional economic understanding or on the modern medical interpretation that increasingly attributed child killing to mental disturbances, doctors, lawyers, judges, and juries could construe these marginalized murderesses as apparent victims of society and/or biology, and tended to reduce their penalties or acquit them. 80 In contrast to Ellen, who killed a newborn infant, Selina killed a two-year-old child. Ross stated that although the distinction between the deaths of newborns and those of older children never existed formally in the law, in practice they were treated quite differently for hundreds of years. 81 In popular belief, held by the working and middle classes, the child who died before baptism was not accorded the rites of those who have lived, and was treated for all intents and purposes like a stillborn fetus. 82 Nevertheless, in reality, during the last half of the nineteenth century, capital punishment was very rarely imposed for a mother's murder of a child of any age. 83 When committing to death mothers who killed older children, judges frequently recommended that the home secretary commute their sentences to life imprisonment. More often than not, this recommendation was accepted. 84 I assume, therefore, that what determined Selina's penalty was not the murder of Harry but her affair with James Westwood.
When Selina was locked in a cell at the police station, she told a constable that she had intended to go away with Westwood, who had said he would marry her if she would get rid of one of her children. 85 As she apparently concluded, I understand this to mean that Westwood wanted to be rid of Harry due to his physical disability.
In the trial that took place in Bodmin, Cornwall, on July 26, Westwood testified that he and Selina were engaged to be married but that he had never urged her to dispose of a child. He told the court that he had planned to arrive at Launceston to meet her on June 22 but had canceled his visit beforehand by letter.
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Mr. Massey, Selina's counsel, nominated by the judge, claimed that it was "highly improbable that if the prisoner had contemplated such a barbarous and unnatural murder she would have taken the elder child with her to be a witness for it."
87 He reminded the court that the witnesses for the prosecution agreed that Selina had always been a kind mother to both children and in particular to Harry. Massey criticized the prosecution for failing to prove a motive for the killing, implying that the only rationale could be Westwood's demand. Massey also questioned Westwood's alibi, claiming that his whereabouts were not confirmed in any way.
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It seems, however, that Westwood, who had served thirteen years in the army, won more credibility with the judge and jury, whereas Selina's reputation was damaged by the statements of neighbors and family members that "she was always a bad girl." 89 The judge, Sir George Denman, refused to see Westwood as a significant protagonist in the case. He pointed out that "even if Westwood had instigated the prisoner to do the act, of which there was no evidence whatever, it would none the less be murder on her part."
90
The jury found Selina guilty of murder but recommended her to mercy on the grounds that it was not premeditated and on account of her love for her children. Denman reluctantly promised to forward the recommendation to the Home Office. A petition in her favor to the home secretary met with no response.
91
The fact that the trial focused, to a large extent, on the conduct of Selina and Westwood and the character of their relationship, rather than the murder itself, implies that the jury and judge were horrified by Selina's rebellious sexuality and her supposedly promiscuous behavior. 92 Her relationship with James Westwood combined with the fact that she had conceived and born two illegitimate children served as evidence that Selina had been repeatedly seduced by men without repenting her sins or changing her ways. Some social historians have suggested that sexual relationships in working-class culture were more fluid and much less likely to be formalized by law. 93 Contemporary social reformists and legislators considered such conduct to be immoral and controlled by animal-like instincts, therefore posing a threat to the existing social order. 94 It was considered imperative to regulate unruly sexuality, which had come to be perceived as both natural (basely instinctual) and unnatural (the result of moral deprivation). Poverty-stricken unmarried mothers-particularly serial offenders like Selina-were prime targets for social institutions, and their moral decay was thought to be so absolute that nothing they said or did was likely to be considered trustworthy.
95 Therefore, it is not surprising that the marital status and sexual behavior of the mother determined the verdicts and sentences of most infanticide trials. 96 In the light of this mind-set, Selina had committed a double crime. By murdering Harry, she subverted the sacred middle-class values of Victorian motherhood. More acute, though, was her deviance from appropriate sexual behavior. Selina seemed to defer important Victorian norms in her repeated unions with men out of wedlock. I can imagine that her conduct was seen by the male figures of the court in particular as a threat to the social order and to morality. 97 From time to time, the justice system saw fit to remind unmarried women that they had better resist seduction and that unwanted babies could not be gotten rid of with impunity. Moreover, the representatives of the legal system also intended to clarify to unmarried women that temptation was brutish, immoral, and deserving of severe condemnation and punishment. 98 In Selina's case, the penalty for her improper behavior was death.
DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEILLANCE
A comparison of Selina's and Ellen's stories in the light of modern historical studies of infanticide confirms the complex attitude of the criminal justice system toward mothers who killed their offspring while stressing the role of this fairly common practice as a safeguard of the existing social order.
The legal system was not eager to execute mothers who killed their offspring for several reasons. Judges and juries often felt compassion for these miserable women whose wretched life of poverty and abuse led them to murder their children. According to this line of thought, if the parish or state did not support these women, it was only fitting that penalties for infanticide be fairly light.
Simultaneously, successfully disseminated among the English middle classes was the idea that murdering one's own child defied the nature of motherhood and proved the killer's insanity, an idea that also influenced verdicts and sentences. Many of the murderesses were considered mad and sent to mental institutions.
But the patriarchal patronage leading to such elements of compassion toward womenas-victims was only part of the story. I believe that the prompt acquittals and relatively light penalties in fact demonstrated, mainly, that the courts were discreetly condoning infanticide. The grounds for this tacit legitimization included the fact that many more babies were born than could be provided for and the view was that it was better for a child to die after birth than to experience a slow death due to starvation or neglect.
Moreover, judges and juries actually feared that the poor were overproducing, whereas the higher classes were failing to replace themselves. 99 One of the famous expressions of this fear was Reverend Thomas Malthus's Essay on the Principle of Population, a work that was published repeatedly during the first half of the nineteenth century and that had a profound impact on shaping the poor law in Britain and informing attitudes toward birth control. 100 According to Malthus, human population grows at a geometric rate, and the inevitable consequence of this is starvation preceded by social disruption. 101 Malthus's theory echoed the middle-class anxieties that population growth posed a threat to both social stability and economic progress, and the belief that measures should be taken to curb such growth. One of the measures mentioned by Malthus was murdering children.
102 Doctors, judges, and juries belonged to the middle classes, whose mind-sets quietly accepted infanticide "as an unpleasant but necessary action to lower effective fertility."
103 In this climate, the death of Ellen's and Selina's children meant two fewer mouths to feed.
The demographic surveillance operated by the criminal justice system indicated contempt for the lives of poor children. It could, however, turn almost seamlessly into moral surveillance of women's sexual behavior, mainly in the case of unmarried mothers. The execution of Selina Wadge in Bodmin Gaol demonstrated the Victorian hypocrisy that made women's respectability conditional on asexual behavior while severely judging women who did not obey these social norms and rules, particularly if they were poor. 104 According to the middle-class point of view, women like Selina had to either watch their children starve or succumb to the humiliating and degrading conditions of the workhouse. They were also expected to thank the authorities for supporting them in such an oppressive way. Finding new men and having sex were both morally forbidden. Somehow, I believe that if Selina had not had a lover, she like Ellen would not have been sent to the gallows.
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